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raja tossed her a laughing remark which she capped
without a moment's hesitation, her hands clasped
together, a roguish twinkle in her eye. Her repar-
tees must have been droll, inordinately droll, if their
wit matched the potentate's Gargantuan roars of
laughter ; he stamped the carpet with his feet
and clutched his neighbour's arm, chuckling with
delight.
For a hearty laugher is the Maharaja of Patiala.
A girl came forward and danced on the white
carpet—more accurately, mimed and sang a dance ;
no sooner was it ended than she began another, and
so on—interminably. After half an hour she had
had enough of it—or was it that the Maharaja had
signalled her to stop with a snap of his fingers ?—
and sat down again. Another dark young dancer
stepped out of the group and took her place . . .
Unless seen and heard under very special conditions,
as on certain rare occasions I chanced to see them,
these Indian nautches can be boring to a degree.
That night the atmosphere was all wrong, the white
carpet painfully suggested a drawing-room hastily
converted into an operating theatre, while the
expressionless faces of the guests, the rows of chairs,
brought to my mind a jury attired for some Gilber-
tian trial in fancy dress. " How long, O Lord ! "
I groaned inaudibly. " How long ? "
At last the Maharaja made a move, but so dis-
creetly that no one noticed his departure. After a
few minutes we, too, rose, with a vague idea of slip-
ping out unnoticed, like our host. But now the music
stopped, and everyone was standing. We shook
hands with the princes. As we went out the danc-
ing-girls bowed to us, their hands pressed to their
breasts. One of them, a mere child, in the middle
of a graceful bow stifled a yawn.

